The Advantages of Using Extensive Listening in a Study Abroad Curriculum Class by Bowman, Alan
佐賀大学全学教育機構紀要　第７号　( 2019 )
− 79−
The Advantages of Using Extensive Listening
in a Study Abroad Curriculum Class
Alan BOWMAN
Abstract
This preliminary research paper covers whether there are any advantages to using a website 
called English Central in an English as a Foreign Language classroom.  If it is found that there are 
advantages, then the use of such websites would also suggest that extensive listening (EL) is as 
successful as using extensive reading (ER).  The positive effects of extensive reading have been 
espoused and trumpeted over the last decade, but conquerable research in extensive listening has 
not been conducted to the same extent.  Recently, due to promotion of the English Central website 
at the university level, a few institutions been quick to adopt this extensive listening technique 
and have required students to complete EL assignments, both inside and outside the classroom. 
These general questions about extensive listening could be asked:  What are the advantages of 
using extensive listening as it is done on the English Central website?  Are there any positive 
aspects relative to the students who are asked to do extensive listening?  What, if any, are the 
positive aspects related to the teachers who assign or who are assigned to do extensive listening 
in their classes?  The main or overarching question could be: Have educators and administrators 
been correct in adopting such assignments?  This paper does not totally answer these questions. 
However, the intention of this exploratory study was to find out if either positive advantages or 
negative aspects exist and to reveal them to any educator who might be interested.
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Introduction
In recent years, there has been a surge in the research, application, and discussion supporting 
the adoption of extensive listening (EL) in schools around the globe for both native speakers of 
English and for those learning English as a second language (ESL) or a foreign language (EFL). 
The proponents of this trend say that extensive listening can increase vocabulary, increase reading 
speed, and result in higher scores on standardized tests such as TOEIC and TOEFL.  Additional 
beneﬁts cited are easing the acquisition of the new vocabulary and increasing learner motivation 
due to positive feelings gained while listening.  Thus, in an age where university administrators 
are requiring teachers to get higher standardized test scores out of their students, many say that 
extensive listening, in addition to extensive reading, is the new way to go. They cite the pervasive 
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literature that shows that using EL will indeed help studentsʼ increase their standardized test scores. 
As a result, a few university administrators have begun to accept that EL can be used as an outside-
of-class time assignment for many of their studentsʼ required classes.   As any academic researcher 
can guess however, there are usually both positives and negatives associated with any "new" type 
of learning or teaching implementation. This author acknowledges the positive aspects or beneﬁts 
of EL in the literature, but this preliminary paper will discuss both the positive and negative aspects 
which have be gleaned from actually using an extensive learning instrument during class. 
Background
In order to clearly delineate and understand both the positive and negative aspects of extensive 
listening, it is perhaps necessary to look back at a history of this learning technique.  Ostensibly, 
extensive listening began to be applied to learners in English as a Second Language (ESL) 
situations and English as a Foreign Language (EFL) during the late 1990ʼs but, was used primary 
for English speaking native speakers long before that time.  In many cases, the listening prompts 
came from sources used initially by native speakers such as CNN videos, BCC lectures and Ted 
Talks. However, as with the process of using graded readers with second and foreign language 
learners, these listening sources also became popular to use to improve non-native speakers 
listening comprehension.  Most early practitioners of extensive listening seem to feel that the same 
ideas and theories that apply to extensive reading also apply to extensive listening with about 
the same success as prompts for extensive reading. In fact, some teachers who have checked into 
the research of extensive listening say that the same studies and references used for extensive 
listening are drawn from extensive reading. (Strong, 2018) Thus, while research into extensive 
reading has shown great success in increasing students' reading comprehension with graded readers 
and Moodle-supported extensive reading, there have not yet been many similar studies done to 
investigate the success of extensive listening. In fact, while teachers have used various types of 
extensive listening, there have not been many reports as to its efficacy.  Many teachers tried to 
incorporate video platforms such as Youtube and Vimio into their classroom lesson plans with 
varying degrees of success. Most students seemed to ﬁnd the level of English too highly advanced 
in these videos.  Highly advanced usually means the videos are too long and the speaking in them is 
too fast. The key to EL is that the listening should be at the right level. (Waring, n/d). It is difﬁcult 
to ﬁnd extensive listening that is appropriate for each student without having to try various items 
and different levels. Then along came English Central.
The History of English Central
Though probably not the ﬁrst practitioners of EL for ESL/EFL, what English Central does is not 
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only provide extensive listening prompts, but also provides feedback in various ways.  This section 
discusses the short history of English Central which began only seven years ago.  The story begins 
with Alan Schwartz, who is the Chief Executive Ofﬁcer (CEO) of English Central.  He had been 
an English teacher in China when he discovered that many of his students didn't learn optimally 
by using only textbooks. He found that when he gave them interesting and meaningful songs, the 
students became enthusiastic and even began to memorize certain lyrics within the songs.  The 
experience apparently left an impact on Schwartz and though he moved into the software industry 
he remembered it.  Since he worked particularly in the speech recognition software industry, the 
idea for pairing interesting content for students with speech recognition was in the back of his 
mind. After working for 10 years in the software industry, Schwartz ended up as vice-president of a 
company called Nuance which had a branch in Tokyo.  While living and working there, he noticed 
that Japanese students learning English had a need for both fascinating, though variable content and 
the instant feedback that perhaps speech recognition could provide.  By creating a website, he felt 
that the software could serve as a "tutor," giving the student a virtual teacher online anytime they 
wanted to study. Eventually, with the help of Rich Miner, Schwartz was able to launch the English 
Central website in August 2010 as a free beta test.  At the beginning of 2011, English Central was 
then launched commercially. Casual (or non-paying) listeners could watch over a thousand videos 
and practice speaking lines in the videos. A premium service (paid) was also provided for students 
who wanted to "systematically improve their pronunciation, build their vocabulary, and track their 
own progress." (Schwartz, 2011)   In addition to spreading its wings as a provider to other countries 
such as South Korea, the U.S. (even in Spanish!), and Turkey, English Central also added the 
powerful Japanese telecommunications provider NTT as one of its investors.  After building up its 
capital, word of mouth spread about English Central and many schools began to try out the new 
site. The following section discusses some of the results. 
Research Using English Central
As mentioned previously, research studies into the success of extensive listening has been few. 
Thus, research studies covering the success of English Central have also been scarce, but the studies 
that do exist prove to be very convincing. The ﬁrst study mentioned here is a review of the initial 
launch of the site by Daniel J. Mills (2011).  After describing the then current user interface, Mills 
concluded that there were some advantages and disadvantages to using the site. The advantages 
were that 1) the site can provide students with hours of listening, 2) that though the videos are 
authentic (as were the aforementioned CNN, BBC or Youtube videos) English Central provides 
support through providing English and Japanese transcripts and allowing students to replay videos 
at varying speeds,  and 3) the site is very student-centered as it allows students to choose which 
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videos they want to watch.  The only real disadvantages Mills mentions are the lack of a discount 
price and that the voice recognition software evaluates a speaker's voice by using North American 
English standards. In conclusion, Mills stated that "English Central is a huge leap forward in the 
area of online resources for language learning."   
That same year, another researcher conducted a study actually using student learning outcomes as 
the focus. The study can be found as a testimonial on English Central's website, but the writer is 
a practitioner of both graded readers and Moodle, both successful tools used in extensive reading. 
Robb (2011) conducted a study which showed the English Central improves standardized test 
scores, in this case TOEFL. Based on the students' pre- and post-test scores (with English Central 
being utilized in-between), Robb concluded saying that it was evident that using English Central as 
a study tool helps students improve their standardized test results over a ten-week period. 
In 2014, a study was conducted at Bahceshehir University in Turkey. The researchers (Akyazi, 
Semra, and Tugce) wanted to find out teacher and student perceptions related to improving 
listening, speaking, vocabulary, and pronunciation skills. Overall, they found that both groups, 
teachers and students reacted favorably to all of the variables, but that speaking seemed to be rated 
higher than listening, vocabulary, and pronunciation.  
Shane Dixon, at Arizona State University wrote a dissertation concerned with different ways of 
using English Central in the classroom. (Dixon, 2015)   His study was concerned not only student 
outcomes, but also which style of learning on English Central was better: a shared condition in 
which all learners participated in watching the same videos or a learner condition in which students 
could watch whichever video they wanted provided in was on the site. Though his ﬁndings were 
statistically inconclusive, Dixon did find that the shared control condition was superior to the 
learner control group and that English Central did increase students scores on a speaking test (the 
Pearson Versant Test). 
Most recently, Strong et al (2018) conducted a study at Aoyama University, in Japan. In this 
study, 62 freshman and sophomores were given weekly assignments to do via English Central 
while also participating in a blended class that included other listening assignments, discussions, 
and presentations. The researchers asked students to subjectively rate the English Central site by 
answering several questions, 17 in total.  For example, they answered questions about frequency of 
use, how they accessed the site (computer or smartphone), problems with the site, about the videos 
presented, how they felt about seeing how their classmates were doing, and which of the four 
skills they felt improved from using English Central. The general conclusions were "Most students 
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liked using the site. They found the listening choices interesting and topical, and appreciated the 
convenience…" but, "they sometimes complained about technical problems."  
This sums up the current research on using extensive listening through English Central. As can be 
seen, there are not very many studies in this area as of yet. This preliminary study attempts to lay 
the groundwork for further studies at this and other institutions that plan to use English Central, not 
only here in Japan but also in other parts of the world.  The following section describes the details 
of how English Central came to be in use at Saga University.
Discovering English Central at Saga University
The English Central website came to this author's attention when he was invited to a presentation 
introducing the site to instructors at Saga University in the spring of 2018.  As the promoter or 
salesperson described the usage of the site, many instructors outwardly expressed excitement with 
the prospect of having students being able to choose their own video content.  In fact, one instructor 
became quite emotional about it since he had been working on trying to create a similar platform 
which incorporated the use of music videos and movie trailers for many years. Which makes it all 
the more interesting that English Central only became known to Saga University instructors in as 
late as 2018 even though the site had been gaining acceptance for over 7 years by that point. As 
the presentation continued, it became clear that the website could probably provide something that 
instructors couldn't because of increasing class sizes: attention and feedback related to students' 
pronunciation.  It was fascinating how the speech recognition software worked. For example, the 
salesperson demonstrated to the instructors how given a sample of "bad" pronunciation the software 
rated it "poor" and given an "example" of "good" pronunciation how it rated it favorably. Another 
possible beneﬁt seen in the presentation was that since students could be allowed to select their own 
content, in a way they were in control of their own learning.  At the end of the presentation, almost 
every instructor present conceded the fact that they would be willing to use English Central in the 
classroom beginning in Spring 2018. In fact, one instructor was already going to use the website 
in short, spring intensive class in preparation for those students going abroad to the United States. 
Though that instructor was going to use English Central in his class, he didn't really have the time 
to set up any research protocols, so he suggested that this author might try it for the spring term. 
Use of English Central in a Saga University Study Abroad Class
After deciding to use English Central as part of the class syllabus, the decision had to be made 
about which classes to use it in and how to set up the interface to best suit the students.  It was 
decided to use the website for the incoming freshman in the International Study Abroad Curriculum 
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program (ISAC).  These were probably the students who could most beneﬁt from computer-assisted 
and smart phone assisted learning. The time slot for their classes also happened to be at a time 
when computer labs were available.  During the ﬁrst week of classes, all the students had to do was 
buy the code card from the campus bookstore and bring it to class in the next week. If the author 
had to do it over again, he would have introduced the site during the ﬁrst week, have the students 
make a log-in name and a password, try out a few videos while using the "free" version of the site, 
and then log-in the next week with the code card (which costs approximate 2300 yen) enabling 
them to freely access the speech recognition software and to view reports of their progress.  As 
for the interface, in the second week students were told that they had to watch at least 5 videos a 
week, learn 20 words a week, and speak at least 5 lines a week.  If they could maintain this average 
to one-hundred percent capacity until the end, they would get 30 points for the course.  If not, the 
website reports generated would give the instructor a percentage of how much of the requirement 
was completed by the end of the course and they would get a portion of the 30 points (for example, 
if a student completed 90% of the required tasks that student would get 27 points).  Also, students 
were told that this was an experimental use of English Central and that data from the site would 
be used for research purposes. In addition, the instructor informed them that they could watch any 
video on the site, but that every week there would be ﬁve or more suggested videos related to the 
textbook topic for that week. As part of the "experiment" students were also told that they could 
download the English Central "app" to their smartphone where they could use it anytime, especially 
in cases where they were falling behind in meeting the requirements. Students had access to English 
Central from April 18th to August 18th.  
Students, Research Questions, and Materials
Thus, this research project began with 44 freshmen ISAC students who were chosen as a result of 
a TOEIC-style pre-test given in early April 2018.  A number of departments on the Saga University 
campus were represented by these students: Agriculture, Economics, Education, Science, and 
Engineering.  The instructor had the following two research questions in mind before the course 
started: 
1) How do the students feel about using English Central in general? 
2) Do the English Central generated reports reflect the students' attitudes about using English 
Central? 
As for the materials, of course the English Central website is the main source of the data to be 
used in answering the research questions.  In addition, to keep tabs on the students during the term, 
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occasional writing assignments were given which asked English Central-related questions such as: 
1) What videos did you watch today?
2) Do you try to speak using the headset and microphone?  How was your experience?
3) Have you tried using the English Central app yet?  How was your experience? 
At the end of the course, due to a lack of time, a detailed survey could not be created, so on the ﬁnal 
exam one question about English Central was included: "How did you feel about using English 
Central in this class?"  The results to this question can be seen in the next section.
Students' Reactions to English Central 
The English Central question on the ﬁnal exam was part of a battery of 10 test questions that the 
students had at least one week to prepare answers for. Some of the answers are grammatically 
incorrect, but readers will clearly be able to discern the students' meaning. The number of each 
student (1 through 44) was randomly chosen and will later be used to compare each student's 
answer to their corresponding English Central generated goal progress report.  The students' 
answers are as follows:
How did you feel about using English Central in this class? 
1. I think is very good. We can improve all English skills.
2. It was good. I can progress my speaking skills, but it's hard for me to do it every week.
3. It was difﬁcult for me to do intonation well. But it was interesting.
4. It is good for improving my speaking and listening.
5. I think it's very efﬁcient for us because I can listen native speaker's pronunciation.
6. I think it is good for my improving English skills especially my speaking.
7. It was good for practicing English pronunciation.
8. Its pronunciation assessing system is good. 
9. English Central is very usefull. I want to use it more than this term. 
10. I think it is good system because I can practice pronunciation.
11. I think it is a great tool to practice speaking English. 
12. English Central has a lot of genres of videos, so I could choose videos I was interested in.
13. I think it is very good for us to study English.
14. It is good because I can train speaking, listening, vocabulary.
15. Thanks for it, I could learn correct pronunciation.
16. I think English Central is very good. I'm going to practice it in this summer.
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17. I think it was good for me. Because I could learn a lot of new words. 
18. I tried to complete every mission and I enjoyed it!
19. So good. I am study English by smart phone.
20. I think English Central is good in order to grow up my English skill. 
21.  It is fun for me, although pronunciation is a little difﬁcult.
22. It was very good. I enjoyed listening and speaking in English.
23. I think this class is wonderful and useful.
24. It was very useful to learn new words.
25. It was ﬁne. But it makes me a little anxious to do it at home.
26. It was fun for me. I especially like to practice speaking.
27. I thought it gave us great tips for studying abroad. 
28. When I was waiting for a bus, I did an English Central. It was a lot of topics, so I enjoyed doing.
29. I think it's not bad, but I can do the almost same thing by using Youtube at home.
30. I think it is good. It is because I can develop my speaking skill of English. 
31. I thought it was very good.
32. I think it was good for me to improve my English skills. 
33. By listening sometimes, I was able to understand.
34. I think it is a good way to check my intonation.
35. English Central is very good for us because we can practice speaking English.
36. I think it is good, because we can practice speaking a lot.
37. It's so great system. English Central teach ability of listening, writing, and speaking.
38. I think it was good for me to improve my English skills. 
39. I think it motivates me a lot to study English and it's a good tool to study English.
40. I think it is so good that I can study English anywhere. 
41. It's good. I could practice listening and speaking. Also, I could learn many words.
42. I think it is very useful to learn native English and hear the real intonation and pronunciation.
43. I thought it was fun, because I could practice speaking English.
44. English Central is a good system because I can listen it in a train and I can develop my English skill. 
Results of the "Survey Question" 
As can be seen above, the overall reaction to using the English Central website was favorable.  As 
the results were tallied, they could be put into the categories "very positive,"  "positive,"  "average," 
"negative," and "very negative."   The "very positive" responses accounted for 34 percent of the 
students.  (One student's response was not counted - Student Number 23 who wrote " I think this 
class is wonderful and useful." So, it was not known if the student was talking about English 
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Central or the whole English A class) The "positive" responses accounted for 52 percent of the total 
number of students.  The "average" responses totaled two and were only 4 percent of the class. 
The "negative" responses (Students 25 and 29) represented only another 4 percent of the class. 
There were zero percent "very negative" responses.  Thus, the positive responses ("very positive" 
and "positive" combined) add up to 82 percent of the class having a good experience with English 
Central. 
Correlations to English Central Student Reports
Because the results of the one question "survey" were so overwhelming positive, it is difﬁcult to 
ascertain immediate correlations to those students who did well.  Eighty-two percent of students 
had a positive learning experience and about the same number of students (about 80 percent of 
them) were able to complete at least 70 percent of the assigned tasks as reported by English Central. 
On the other hand, a viable correlation can be made by those who thought the experience was 
somewhat negative. The ﬁrst example is a somewhat paradoxical one: Student 25 who said " It was 
ﬁne. But it makes me a little anxious to do it at home." Still, according to the English Central report, 
Student 25 was able to complete 98 per cent of the tasks assigned. Thus, it doesn't really correspond 
to the feeling that perhaps he didn't enjoy doing the work at home for some reason. Perhaps that 
student did most of the English Central tasks during class time. A deeper correlation can be found 
will comparing Student 29's answer to that student's English Central report. Student 29's answer 
was " I think it's not bad, but I can do the almost same thing by using Youtube at home." This 
shows, perhaps, a dissatisfaction with the site for some reason (even though Youtube surely does 
not use voice recording, voice recognition and rating software) and the report scores of this student 
reﬂect this. Student 29 only completed 30 percent of the weekly tasks. 
The Positive and Negative Aspects of Using English Central for Extensive Listening
After monitoring the students for a full term (April to August), the author has determined some 
positive and negative aspects of using English Central for Extensive Listening.
Positives for Students
1) Students can generally go at their own pace in practicing pronunciation and learning vocabulary 
due to having access not only in the classroom or computer lab, but also on the smartphones.
2) Students can practice pronunciation and get feedback from the software with a percentage correct 
pop-up.  
3) It is similar to Youtube or Vimeo with the added dimension of being interactive to a certain 
extent. 
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Positives for Teachers
1) The teacher is not burdened with the task of correcting large groups of students' pronunciation.
2) Teachers do not have to design or create interesting video topics to generate enthusiasm. 
3) Teachers can monitor students' progress and suggest certain videos that students might have 
interest in. 
Negatives for Students
1) Students may feel that teachers are "abdicating responsibility" by not teaching the students 
directly.(Akyazi, 2014)
2) Sometimes there are some technical glitches such as videos downloading slowly and occasionally 
the dictation of the voices heard in the videos have mistakes in the sub-titles. 
3) Difficulty in monitoring if the students are actually doing the work outside of class. (Some 
teachers have already asked the question "Can a student substitute a more proﬁcient speaker or 
even a native speaker to do the voice recording?"  The answer being, of course they can, but 
since English Central allows the teacher to listen to the recordings it is possible to ferret out 
cheaters.
Negative for Teachers
1) Sometimes the technology does not cooperate or there are glitches in the software. 
2) Difﬁcult to discern immediately if certain students prefer learning English by using video or not. 
3) If students are allowed to watch any video, some may choose to watch less challenging videos 
and not progress in their learning.  
Conclusion and Suggestions
In conclusion, like in extensive reading, there can be both positive and negative aspects in extensive 
listening. After using English Central as an extensive listening tool in particular, it was found that 
the positives overwhelmingly outweigh the negatives. Most of the negative concerns were either 
related to technology which is an ongoing concern in any classroom these days or with any negative 
attitudes that either the teacher or the student may have about using the technology. 
There are, of course, suggestions for further study. It is hoped that in the future a more detailed 
survey of student reactions to extensive listening and to the English Central website can be 
conducted (as it was in Strong, et al 2018).  In fact, while writing this paper the author is currently 
using English Central with a class of third year students and hopes to collect some student 
responses later on in the term.  English Central seems to be a viable tool for students to improve 
there listening, speaking, reading, and pronunciation skills and it is hoped that the website will 
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continue to improve and avoid have glitches in the future. 
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